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The ad hoc group for quality in higher education was appointed by the Nordic Council of Ministers to discuss and 

review common challenges related to quality in higher education, and particularly to make a proposal to the Nordic 

Council of Ministers on new forms of Nordic cooperation in relation to quality in higher education. In its work, the 

ad hoc group for quality in higher education focused on discussing challenges in relation to quality in higher 

education and particularly to degree-level education in the Nordic countries.  

The higher education sector in the Nordic countries has undergone a series of national reforms. Despite the 

differences in the national higher education systems, the international landscape in which the higher education 

institutions are operating is the same for all Nordic countries. Education is affected by the increasing diversity of 

the student population, new forms of delivery enabled by technology, and demands for the competences needed 

in the rapidly changing labour market. All students entering higher education are entitled to receive education of 

high quality. Paying careful attention to quality assurance and enhancement poses a true challenge to higher 

education institutions. 

During the past ten years, there has been increased emphasis on student-centred approaches in higher education. 

A shift from the traditionally quite teacher- and knowledge-centred university teaching towards a more learner-

focused approach is also reflected in the new Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European 

Higher Education Area (ESG), approved at the 2015 Bologna Ministerial conference in Yerevan, Armenia. 

The new pedagogical approaches have meant a change in the understanding of the content of degree education 

as well as in teaching, learning and assessment. Creating flexible learning paths while taking into account the 

individual needs of students and their different levels of skills and knowledge demands a lot from institutions and 

teachers. On the other hand, there are several benefits to the student-centred approach: it integrates the students 

into the academic community, increases their motivation and engagement, shortens study times and improves 

learning outcomes by promoting profound learning and understanding. 

In relation to the student-centred approach, the ad hoc group for quality in higher education has identified the 

following issues that would benefit from the sharing of experiences, expertise and good practices at Nordic level: 

the changing roles of teachers and students, the pedagogical development of teachers, raising the status of 

teaching, strengthening educational leadership, developing learning environments, aligning learning outcomes 

and assessment, as well as developing methods for external evaluation of the quality of teaching and learning. 

The ad hoc group proposes to the Nordic Council of Ministers the following Nordic cooperation in the field of 

quality of higher education:  

o Annual Nordic conferences on the quality of teaching and learning in higher education as part of the 

presidency of the Nordic Council of Ministers 

o Research projects focusing on the quality of teaching and learning in higher education (NordForsk) 

o Joint projects (Nordplus Higher Education) 



  

 

 
Contents 

 

 

1 Introduction ............................................................................................................................................ 4 

2 The Nordic higher education landscape and challenges in relation to the quality of degree education 5 

3 Student-centred learning, teaching and assessment from a Nordic perspective ................................... 7 

4 Nordic cooperation in the field of quality in higher education ............................................................... 9 

 

References ....................................................................................................................................................... 11 

Appendix 1 ....................................................................................................................................................... 12 

Appendix 2 ....................................................................................................................................................... 13 



Student-centred approach from a Nordic perspective 4 

 

1 Introduction 

 

The Nordic Council of Ministers believes that in the current higher education landscape with increasing 

international competition, it is increasingly important for the Nordic higher education sector to be able to 

demonstrate its strengths. One of the goals of the Nordic Council of Ministers is also to encourage mobility in 

the knowledge sector. The ad hoc group for quality in higher education was appointed by the Nordic Council 

of Ministers on 4 March 2015 to discuss and review common challenges in terms of quality in higher education, 

and particularly to make a proposal to the Nordic Council of Ministers on new forms of Nordic cooperation in 

relation to quality in higher education. The European quality work within the framework of the Bologna 

process, particularly the new Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA (ESG) functioned as 

a reference point for the work of the ad hoc group.   

The ad hoc group had representation from all the Nordic countries and self-governing regions (except Åland) 

and comprised experts from the national quality assurance agencies and higher education institutions, as well 

as government agencies and ministries (see Appendix 1). In its work, the ad hoc group for quality in higher 

education has focused on discussing challenges in relation to quality in higher education, and particularly 

degree education in the Nordic countries. In its final report, the ad hoc group focuses on discussing the 

student-centred approach as a tool in developing the quality of degree education. The student-centred 

approach is a topic that has been on the agenda for quite some time already, but it has received increasing 

attention in the past years. A common challenge for higher education institutions and external quality 

assurance agencies in the Nordic countries and elsewhere in Europe is to come up with ways to assure and 

enhance the quality of student-centred teaching, learning and assessment.  

The working method of the ad hoc group consisted of meetings, country reports and workshops with local 

experts. The members of the ad hoc group wrote two brief country reports: The first country report focused 

on challenges in relation to quality in higher education in the country/self-governing region in question, with 

a focus on the quality of degree education. The second report discussed student-centred learning, and more 

precisely how it is understood and implemented in the country/self-governing region. The ad hoc group 

organised workshops with local experts (academics, students and external stakeholders) in Helsinki, 

Copenhagen, Oslo and Stockholm. The workshops were considered a successful way to gather views in relation 

to the topic at hand. Summaries of the workshops, including the participants, are presented in Appendix 2. The 

views expressed in the country reports, as well as by the participants of the workshops, have been incorporated 

in this final report of the ad hoc group.  

In the next section, the common challenges in terms of quality in higher education and particularly degree 

education are discussed. Section 3 discusses the student-centred approach from a Nordic perspective. In the 

final section of this report, the ad hoc group for quality in higher education makes a proposal for Nordic 

cooperation in the field of quality in higher education.  
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2 The Nordic higher education landscape and challenges in 
relation to the quality of degree education  

 

The role of higher education is increasingly seen as enhancing national competitiveness in the global, 

knowledge-driven economy. Partly due to this key role, the higher education sector in the Nordic countries has 

undergone a series of national reforms, e.g. there have been mergers, the institutions have become more 

autonomous, and new forms of steering and performance-based funding have been introduced. However, as 

maintained by Ahola et al. (2014), what appear at first glance to be relatively similar Nordic systems of higher 

education are actually characterised by differences in terms of system, structures and policies. There are 

different policies and rules, modes of steering and governance, management, admission criteria, and so on. 

The national context, including history and traditions, has shaped and continues to shape the national 

landscapes of higher education in the Nordic countries (2014). The differences are also apparent in the external 

quality assurance systems of the Nordic countries. Nonetheless, despite these differences in the national 

higher education systems, the international landscape in which the higher education institutions are operating 

is the same for all the Nordic countries. Therefore, many of the challenges in relation to quality in higher 

education are also shared by the countries. International processes, such as the Bologna process, influence the 

higher education systems in all countries. 

All the Nordic countries have experienced expansion in their higher education sectors in recent decades. In 

some Nordic countries, such as Finland and Norway, the greatest expansion took place in the 1960s and 1970s. 

But in other countries, such as Denmark, the expansion has taken place in the past decade. In Denmark, the 

student intake has increased by 50 per cent since 2007. Now, far more people embark on higher education in 

the Nordic countries than previously. The core mission of the higher education system is now the individual 

students’ learning, employment skills and competences. In terms of education, fundamental shifts in 

pedagogical approaches (including views of learning) have taken place. There is a growing consensus on the 

need to place more focus on teaching and learning. All students entering higher education are entitled to 

receive education of high quality. Moreover, education is affected by the increasing diversity of the student 

population, new forms of delivery enabled by technology, and demands for the competences needed in the 

rapidly changing labour market, to name a few.  

There is an ongoing process in degree education of moving away from traditionally quite strictly discipline-

based degree structures towards, on the one hand, more generic bachelor’s degrees, and, on the other, more 

profiled and often thematic/problem-based master’s degrees. In general, there is now much more discussion 

than previously of skills and competences (including generic skills), the relevance of degrees for working life 

and the employability of graduates from higher education institutions. Due to the increasing pace of change in 

the labour market, there is a stronger emphasis on more generic skills for students, such as problem-solving 

skills, critical thinking and interaction skills. It is no longer enough to provide students with subject-specific 

knowledge and skills; students also need generic competences that prepare them for a constantly changing 

working life and learning throughout life. It is generally recognised in the Nordic countries that higher 

education institutions need to increasingly cooperate with stakeholders to improve the employability of their 

graduates. However, at the same time, higher education institutions will need to predict the knowledge, skills 

and competences that will be needed by the students in the future, and not merely meet the current needs of 

the labour market.  

The more professionally oriented higher education institutions, for instance university colleges and academies 

of professional higher education in Denmark as well as universities of applied sciences in Finland, face some of 

the same challenges as the universities, even though they are traditionally, and by definition, closer to specific 
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professions and the labour market. The challenge in these institutions is to link the practical parts of their study 

programmes with the theoretical, as well as to link research, development and innovation (RDI) with teaching 

in order to strengthen the overall learning of students.  

The learning outcomes-based (or competence-based) approach in teaching and learning has been high on the 

agenda in recent years. The new pedagogical approaches have meant a change in the understanding of the 

content of degree education as well as in teaching, learning and assessment. The development work in relation 

to e.g. intended learning outcomes, and especially, methods of assessing achieved learning outcomes, is still 

going on at many higher education institutions.  

There are several other challenges affecting the quality of provision at higher education institutions. There 

have been concerns in some of the countries that there is too little contact between students and teachers. 

For instance, the Swedish government has several times over the last years provided extra funding to specific 

subject areas in order to improve the situation and to raise educational quality. Another challenge frequently 

discussed is the need to improve the connection between education and research. Also, there is commonly a 

preference for research over teaching in defining academic merit. The challenge is how to give teaching a 

higher status in the Nordic countries. In general, there is also a need to link research policy with higher 

education policy.  

Some Nordic countries have, due to political ambitions, put a lot of effort into widening participation in higher 

education or have in general aimed to raise the educational level of the population. Partly due to these efforts 

and the societies becoming more multicultural, the student population is more diverse than before. There is a 

need for a change – to the system, the structure and the culture – to accommodate all students without 

compromising quality. The diversification of the student populations demands more from teaching and 

teachers’ pedagogical competence, as well as from support services. The student–centred approach – creating 

flexible learning paths, considering the individual needs of students and their different levels of skills and 

knowledge – demands a lot from the institutions and teachers. It also requires resources, e.g. in the form of 

student guidance and counselling. The transition from traditional to new pedagogical approaches takes time 

and effort. The challenges of the student-centred approach with an emphasis on the independent work of the 

student, as well as digitisation and the growth of web-based teaching and learning, urges the development of 

university pedagogy and teachers’ pedagogical skills. Paying careful attention to quality assurance and 

enhancement in all this poses a true challenge to higher education institutions. 

There is limited knowledge of teaching and learning practices and their effect on student achievement – the 

true state of the art of educational quality. The long average completion times of degree students, high 

dropout rates in some educational areas and low average time students spend on higher education studies are 

challenges with which some degree programmes are grappling. National-level student surveys are one of the 

measures that have been introduced in most Nordic countries in order to get feedback from students and/or 

graduates concerning their studies.  

The challenges that Greenland, the Faroe Islands and Iceland are facing in terms of the quality of higher 

education are, to some extent, different from the other Nordic countries due to the small size of their 

populations. For instance, there are no external quality assurance agencies: the task of external quality 

assurance has been assigned to the national ministries of education. In Iceland and the Faroe Islands, a quality 

board with international external experts has been established to implement external evaluation of the higher 

education system. One of the challenges that the small higher education institutions are facing in Greenland 

and the Faroe Islands is to introduce institution-wide internal quality assurance systems. Another challenge 

related to the size of the population is that, in some academic fields, it may be difficult to find staff members 

with the right competences. In Iceland, the higher education system is very fragmented, e.g. four out of seven 
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universities offer study programmes in business studies and law, which challenges the quality of degree 

education. 

Higher education systems are undergoing structural reforms in all the Nordic countries, which is creating 

challenges for the quality of degree education. For instance, mergers have been implemented and new 

mergers are planned, the regional coverage of the higher education network is being debated and higher 

education institutions are facing cuts in their funding in most Nordic countries, to name a few of the challenges.  

 

3 Student-centred learning, teaching and assessment from a 
Nordic perspective 

 

During the past ten years, there has been an increased emphasis on student-centred approaches in higher 

education. There are several reasons behind this development, e.g. the more diverse student body and the 

opportunities that new technologies create for teaching and learning, as well as the focus on learning 

outcomes and the skills and competences that learners are expected to acquire during their studies. 

Student-centred learning and teaching is broadly related to and supported by different learning theories, such 

as constructivist and social learning theories. Learning is related to the active construction of knowledge, and 

learners often fail to relate new information to what they already know, unless they are prompted to do so. 

Student-centred learning is characterised by innovative methods of teaching that aim to promote learning and 

student engagement in communication with teachers and other learners. 

A shift from the traditionally quite teacher- and knowledge-centred university teaching towards a more 

learner-focused approach has been central to the development of the European Higher Education Area, as can 

be seen e.g. in the communiques of the ministerial meetings of the Bologna process. There is also a strong 

connection between the student-centred approach and quality assurance in higher education. In May 2015 in 

Yerevan, ministers from the Bologna member countries approved the new Standards and Guidelines for 

Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG). The revised ESG focuses on learning and 

teaching more than the previous one and, in general, defines more clearly the relationship between quality 

assurance and other Bologna process developments. Now, for the first time, ESG Part 1 (European standards 

and guidelines for internal quality assurance within higher education institutions) promotes student-centred 

learning as a standard. 

Students learn in different ways and in various contexts. Also, the prior knowledge and experiences of learners 

vary. The student-centred approach accommodates different learners and learning styles. In the student-

centred approach, students are seen as active participants in their own learning, that is, in order to learn 

students should contribute to their own learning process. The teacher’s role is to be a facilitator: to improve 

students’ learning as well as the teacher’s own teaching. Teaching and learning are interrelated: how teaching 

is organised matters for how students engage. The student-centred approach encourages teachers and 

students to try innovative, new methods and ideas and, for instance, to engage students in explorative and 

research-like activities and to use new types of assessment. 

The term “student-centred approach” is an umbrella term for quite different ways of organising teaching, 

learning activities and assessment. In practice, student-centred and teacher/content-centred approaches are 

not separate categories, but poles in a continuum. Quite few university teachers are ‘purely’ student- or 

teacher-centred. It is also important to account for disciplinary differences and for the positioning of activities 
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in the wider context. In fact, there is a wide variety in approaches to teaching, depending on the type of 

programme and type of institution. As a whole, the student-centred approach also emphasises teachers’ 

professional and didactical competences; facilitating learning is a demanding task. Moreover, higher education 

institutions must maintain a conscious focus on how they weigh students’ responsibilities and their right to 

organise their own learning with the higher education institutions’ responsibility to teach, facilitate, assess and 

support learning. 

There are several benefits to the student-centred approach: It integrates students into the academic 

community, increases the motivation and engagement of the students, and decreases drop-out rates, as well 

as shortens study times, promotes deep learning and improves learning outcomes. It also draws attention to 

the quality of learning environments. Especially important are the students’ experiences during their first year, 

because they have a strong influence on subsequent studying. The student-centred approach also promotes 

skills, competences and abilities important for lifelong learning. 

The challenges and views expressed in the above discussion are widely shared in the Nordic countries. 

Nevertheless, there are also differences in the implementation of the student-centred approach, and there is 

not only one model for student-centeredness. All the Nordic countries have a long-standing tradition of 

student participation in institutional decision-making and the development of higher education at national and 

institutional levels. With the deeper implementation of the student-centred approach, new environments for 

active student participation will also be developed. As students are active participants in their own learning, 

they should take responsibility for their own learning process. The teachers’ role is to support the students. 

Students are also resources for each other’s learning. 

A student-centred approach will change the role and even identity of university teachers, and there is a great 

need for support from the educational leadership. Leaders of education are crucial for creating an educational 

vision of an institution and facilitating the cultural change. Leadership is essential in prioritizing the 

development targets in the challenging economic situation faced by many Nordic HEIs.  

The changing role of teaching and teachers is reflected at all levels of teaching and teacher careers, from 

recruitment to continuous development. There already exist several good practices in the Nordic higher 

education institutions, e.g. the use of academic portfolios in recruitment processes or different qualification 

opportunities through pedagogical training; these practices should be shared more effectively. We also need 

more research on the student-centred approach, e.g. on the assessment of learning and learning outcomes. 

The student-centred approach in teaching and learning means sharing and dialogue, which is why we also need 

new types of meeting spaces and new learning environments, both virtual and physical. In addition to the 

dialogue between students and teachers, we have to actively involve external stakeholders, especially 

representatives of working life, in the development of curricula and teaching. 

As the new ESG promotes student-centred learning as a standard for internal quality assurance within higher 

education institutions, the approach should also be addressed in national quality assurance systems. The 

Nordic countries share an enhancement-led approach in quality assurance, and thus external evaluations have 

great potential to support the development of the student-centred approach in teaching and learning in higher 

education in the Nordic countries. In Norway, student-centred learning should be the central perspective at all 

higher education institutions, and the student’s learning experience from start to finish – their ‘learning 

trajectory’ – will be the essence of NOKUT’s (the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education) future 

quality assurance system.  
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4 Nordic cooperation in the field of quality in higher 
education 

 

To share experiences and best practices within the Nordic higher education community in relation to quality 

in higher education is of high importance and relevance. By sharing expertise and experiences from different 

Nordic countries, we can enable learning across the countries and the higher education institutions in terms 

of content and methodological approaches. We can develop higher education through cooperation and, thus, 

improve the attractiveness and competitiveness of Nordic higher education and increase mobility within, from 

and to the Nordic countries.  

In relation to the student-centred approach, the ad hoc group for quality in higher education has identified the 

following issues that would benefit from research and sharing of experiences, expertise and good practices at 

Nordic level:  

o changing roles of teachers and students  

o pedagogical development  

o raising the status of teaching, including merit systems that reward teaching 

o strengthening educational leadership 

o developing learning environments, including the use of new technologies 

o aligning learning outcomes and assessment 

o developing methods for external evaluation of the quality of teaching and learning 

In order to respond to the above challenges, the ad hoc group for quality in higher education proposes the 

following Nordic cooperation to the Nordic Council of Ministers: 

 Joint projects  

o To facilitate dialogue about the aforementioned common challenges. 

o To share experiences and expertise as well as to explore new approaches.  

o The projects could encompass one or more of these key challenges facing higher education across 
the Nordic countries.  

o The projects fit under the Nordplus Higher Education Programme, which could increasingly be 
marketed for higher education institutions as funding instrument for short-term cooperation 
projects. 

 Annual Nordic conferences on the quality of teaching and learning in higher education as part of 
the presidency of the Nordic Council of Ministers 

o The conference will be a forum for academia to share experiences, expertise and good practices. 

o Research in the field will be linked to these conferences and national cases will be presented. 

o National authorities will be responsible for organising the conferences.  

o The first two conferences will be held in Helsinki in spring 2016 and Oslo in 2017. These two 
conferences will focus on student-centred learning and teaching from the viewpoint of 
educational leadership and the changing roles of teachers and students.   
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 Research projects on the quality of teaching and learning in higher education (NordForsk)  

o The aim is to liaise with the Ad hoc group on teacher education and profession and the Ad hoc 

group on welfare educations in order to come up with a common proposal to NordForsk 

concerning research projects.  

The ad hoc group for quality in higher education will continue as an informal professional network. A LinkedIn 

group will be created for the group and the group members will assist in organising and promoting 

aforementioned annual conferences. 
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Appendix 1   

 

The members of the ad hoc group for quality in higher education  

   

Country Name Organisation 

Denmark Rune Heiberg Hansen 

Head of Division 

The Danish Accreditation Institution 

Denmark Patrizia Marchegiani 

Senior Advisor  

Danish Agency for Higher Education 

Finland Riitta Pyykkö (chair) 

Vice Rector  

University of Turku 

 

Finland Carita Blomqvist 

Head of Unit  

National Board of Education, Recognition and 

International Comparability of Qualifications 

Finland Mirella Nordblad (secretary) 

Senior Advisor  

Finnish Education Evaluation Centre 

 

Norway Grethe Sofie Bratlie 

Director of Department 

Department of Higher Education, Ministry of 

Education and Research 

Norway Øystein Lund 

Director of Department 

Department of Quality Assurance, NOKUT 

Norway Ole Jacob Skodvin  

Director of Department  

Department of Analysis and Development, NOKUT 

Sweden Karin Järplid Linde 

Head of Department 

Swedish Higher Education Authority 

Sweden Viveka Persson 

Head of Unit 

Swedish Higher Education Authority 

Sweden Per Rosenblad 

First Secretary 

Department of Higher Education and Research, 

Ministry of Education and Research  

Iceland Sonja Dögg Pálsdóttir 

Specialist 

Ministry of Education, Science and Culture 

Greenland Sten Lund 

Research Coordinator 

Government of Greenland 

Greenland Tine Pars 

Rector 

University of Greenland 

 

Faroe Islands Sigurð í Jákupsstovu 
Rector 

University of the Faroe Islands 
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Appendix 2 

Summary of the workshop in Helsinki on 17 June 2015 

Participants 

Riitta Rissanen, Executive Director, Arene (The Rectors' Conference of Finnish Universities of Applied Sciences) 

Armi Mikkola, Counsellor of Education, Ministry of Education and Culture  

Professor Katrina Nordström, Aalto University 

Juuso Leivonen, Secretary General, Association of Business Schools Finland  

Anna Parpala, Project Director, Centre for Research and Development of Higher Education, University of Helsinki  

Jussi Nieminen, Member of the Board, National Union of University Students in Finland, SYL  

Anni Vesa, Adviser on Education Affairs, Union of Students in Finnish Universities of Applied Sciences, SAMOK 

The major challenges in terms of quality in higher education, particularly in degree education 

It is necessary to consider the strategic level when discussing quality at the level of degree programmes. A lot 

of macro-level changes have taken place in the Finnish higher education system in recent years, creating great 

challenges for higher education institutions.  

There has been a shift in the teaching paradigm: pedagogical approaches have changed from teacher-centred 

towards more student-centred approaches. The study programmes are described in terms of learning 

outcomes/competences, which demands a completely new framework for teaching and learning. The 

responsibility for learning is now shared between everyone. Some teachers and students are struggling to 

adapt to these new approaches. The new pedagogical approaches demand more mentoring and guidance that 

is not necessarily subject-based.  

The new pedagogical approaches necessitate good facilitation. The importance of teachers’ pedagogical 

training was emphasised. Traditionally, teaching has had a lower status than research at universities. It is 

important that teaching and pedagogical development are supported by the management; institutional 

support and acknowledgement of good teaching is essential. 

Due to the student-centred approaches and the focus on learning outcomes/competences, there has been a 

shift from individual courses to programmes. The programmes should be designed, developed and managed 

as a whole. All this demands strong pedagogical leadership and a lot of teamwork. This focus on soft skills 

requires more emphasis on pedagogy and less on content. The academic freedom to teach has been affected; 

for instance, the focus on competences has been considered by some academics to restrict their freedom.  

Although there has been a change towards student-centred learning, in practice there is still too much content 

in the degree programmes. New elements have been introduced to many degree programmes, but the old 

content has often been kept, which has led to coursework overloads. There is no space for deep thinking, for 

students to elaborate on what they have been learning. The aims are still also very content-focused. It is very 

easy for university teachers to say what the core content of a course is. However, it is much more demanding 

to say how the course supports the development of critical and reflective thinking. The course assessment is 

also central. Based on research, the course assessment gives direction to studies, which is problematic if the 

course assessment does not support the aim. In addition to the academic content, students want working life 

connections and learning by doing. To be able to work with real-life problems motivates and engages students.  

The quality of teaching and learning 

Quality depends on the person perceiving it. Research conducted at the University of Helsinki’s Centre for 

Research and Development of Higher Education, as well as elsewhere, has shown that different students with 

different learning styles perceive teaching differently. In almost all situations, students who are better at 

reflecting on what they have learned give higher scores to teaching being aligned. Students who learn in a 

fragmented way have difficulties in relating information to prior knowledge, and they may indicate that they 
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have not gained anything during their university studies. This means that we cannot always trust students’ 

voices e.g. in surveys. We need to consider students learning styles and their own aims before we consider the 

quality of teaching. The students’ organising skills and time management skills are among the strongest 

predictors of better learning outcomes. Another factor is self-efficacy: the students’ perceptions of their ability 

to reach their goals – to believe in their own success in the future. Students with high self-efficacy skills do 

better in their studies. That is, universities need students who can manage their time and effort so that they 

are able to manage their studies. To sum up, universities need more time to get better quality. There should 

be more time for teaching reflective thinking, to relate prior working experience. In addition, there should be 

a focus on the learning processes – on how teaching supports students’ effort management, such as time 

management skills, as well as their views on their learning styles. Many teachers try their utmost to be good 

facilitators; however, students’ learning is influenced by the way they set their own goals. Even if the teacher 

is doing all the right things, it does not necessarily affect the learning outcome. In other words, universities 

also need time to see which students need more support, to take different kinds of students into account in 

teaching. Students should get support in developing their learning skills. Many institutions organise courses on 

learning skills for students; however, it is important that these courses are integrated into the context where 

these skills are developed – not separate from them.  

There is no shared language of what is good student-centred learning. People have different views of what 

learning is about. Research in university pedagogy has increased. However, universities have not yet been able 

to fully utilise this knowledge. 

It is somewhat contradictory that the funding mechanisms are quantitative – higher education institutions are 

expected to quickly produce graduates. There is a need for more qualitative indicators. 

The competences needed in the future 

Working life is becoming more and more complex. Softer, generic skills are considered important. However, 

we still need to educate professionals in different fields to produce high-level scientists, and thus higher 

education institutions cannot go below a certain level of core competence.  

Critical, reflective and innovative thinking, cross-cultural competences and lifelong learning skills are 

considered important for the future. Graduates will need to be able to adapt to a changing world, to work in 

an environment that is unconventional. Certain graduates will go into regular jobs, but others will not. They 

should be able to ask the right questions and also to find solutions. Students will need to be able to develop 

themselves after graduation; they need to know how to get new knowledge and keep themselves fit for work 

for a long time. Furthermore, we need students who dare to take challenges. The ability to take risks and self-

efficacy are abilities that need to be supported already in secondary education. It is thought that many new 

jobs will be created by small and medium-sized enterprises, and therefore entrepreneurial skills are also 

important. Moreover, students should be able to think that the whole world is open to them; there are jobs in 

other countries that cannot be found in their own country.  

The added value of Nordic cooperation 

There is a lot of potential in Nordic cooperation, which is not yet fully utilised. There is a lot of strength in the 

Nordic countries, and the countries share many of the same phenomena. There is e.g. potential to combine 

resources better and increase business opportunities. The current programmes of the Nordic Council of 

Ministers, such as Nordplus, could be refreshed and better branded so that they would become more attractive 

to students. It is important to think about the added value of the programmes for the students. Common 

research projects are an important way to increase cooperation between university teachers. In addition, 

teachers have an important role in engaging students in Nordic projects.  

 

 

 



  Student-centred approach from a Nordic perspective 15 

 

Summary of the workshop in Copenhagen on 26 August 2015 

Participants 

Kira Maria Finck, student, University College Copenhagen 

Morten Holm Bundgaard, student, University of Copenhagen  

Søs Vith, Intern, Ministry of Higher Education, recent graduate 

Mette Vestergaard, CEO, Mannaz A/S  

Mette Fjord Sørensen, Head of Research and Education Policy, Danish Chamber of Commerce  

Kirsten Ringgaard, Dean of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, Copenhagen Business Academy  

Hanne Fischer, Director of Education, University College Zealand 

Andreas Rasch-Christensen, Head of Research, VIA University College  

Anders Siig Andersen, Head of Department of Psychology and Educational Studies, Roskilde University 

Professor Jens Dolin, Department of Science Education, University of Copenhagen 

Lars Beer Nielsen, Head of Division, Danish Agency for Higher Education 

What are the main challenges in higher education today? 

The workshop discussed the structural challenges in recent reforms and the inherent difficulty of balancing 

budget restraints with quality issues. Some institutional representatives said that policy initiatives are 

threatening educational outcomes. Denmark has experienced a big increase in the intake of students, and this 

has led to discussion of quality versus quantity, and also a debate on how to actually measure quality. Recent 

budget cuts have only emphasised this debate. 

Another aspect is also increasingly at the forefront of the quality agenda – how does higher education meet 

the needs of the labour market? Business representatives mentioned two major issues: the increasing number 

of degree programmes with blurred titles and content, and the competency gap between university graduates 

and labour market needs.  

The other main challenge that was discussed was the importance of teaching and learning and the lack of 

prestige compared to research. Teaching is simply not perceived as prestigious, and it does not help that 

teachers in many ways still operate in what you could call a ’black box’. Learning is not only created in the 

classroom; it is a collaboration between teachers, students, leadership, etc. It is very important to address the 

issue of how to prioritise teaching and understand learning as a process. There is a tendency to focus on 

employment, but higher education should be more than that – freedom of research, social relevance, etc.  

How do we change learning and teaching? 

Several workshop participants mentioned a leadership crisis in higher education. Learning and teaching have 

to be prioritised, and we need to create strong learning environments and promote a community of learning. 

Extra-curricular activities and interaction between teachers, researchers and students must be facilitated. 

Feedback is seen as a crucial issue.  

Student engagement was also raised as a key component, since many students in Denmark actually study part-

time, and this is seen as an obstacle to creating an engaging learning environment. Many agreed that it is not 

only a matter of the number of lessons; what matters more is the study culture and whether it encourages 

active learning.   

What is student-centred-learning? 

There is consensus on the importance of motivating students to learn, and this means engaging them in 

practical application of their studies and seeing them as a resource – even as colleagues, for example in 

research projects. Again, the question of how teaching is not incentivised was mentioned.  
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What are the Nordic values, challenges and opportunities? 

The participants agreed on the similarities in the Nordic countries, which constitute an opportunity for sharing 

experiences etc. With Nordic values like democracy, dialogue and Bildung, personal commitment can be seen 

to be threatened by the increasing focus on employability. Some also mentioned an unflattering similarity in 

how Nordic students tend to spend less time on their studies compared to other countries. This is something 

that needs to be addressed if we are to maintain and a competitive advantage internationally. The Nordic 

region provides good possibilities for inspiration, as we share many commonalities in perception and 

challenges, but have chosen different solutions.  
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Summary of the workshop in Oslo on 9 October 2015 

Student-centred approaches to educational quality in higher education 

Trond Bergene, Special Advisor, The Employers’ Association Spekter  

Professor Morten Dæhlen, Dean, Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences, University of Oslo  

Professor Gunn Engelsrud, Head of Department, Norwegian School of Sport Sciences  

Professor Ragnhild Hennum, Pro-Rector, University of Oslo 

Professor Berit Kjeldstad, Pro-Rector, NTNU 

Therese Eia Lerøen, President, The National Union of Students in Norway  

Professor Anders Malthe-Sørensen, Faculty of Mathematics and Natural Sciences, University of Oslo 

Professor Monika Nerland, Faculty of Educational Sciences, University of Oslo  

Julie Sørlie Paus-Knudsen, President, Student Parliament, University of Oslo  

Are Turmo, Director, Department of Education and Research, Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise  

Professor Vigdis Vanvik, Department of Biology, University of Bergen  

Nina Waaler, Pro-Rector, Oslo and Akershus University College  

 

Introductory presentation by Monika Nerland: Enhancing student learning through 'student-centred 

approaches': What matters for educational quality? 

Shifting conditions are bringing new learning challenges: a more diverse student body; new technologies 

opening up new opportunities; the challenge of making sense of increasingly specialised knowledge and of 

being able to explore, assess, test out and apply knowledge in specific domains. According to Nerland, ‘student-

centred approaches’ is an umbrella term for different ways of organising teaching and learning. Teaching and 

learning are interrelated, and how teaching is organised matters for how actively students engage in learning 

activities. Key insights from learning research also underscore the importance of taking into consideration 

students’ previous experiences and preconceptions and relating new information to what students already 

know. To gain conceptual understanding, students must be able to link factual knowledge and concepts. 

Nerland pointed to how reflecting on approaches to different ways of organising the learning environment and 

cases of different types of teaching is also a question of educational quality: which approach is good for which 

type and the relation between different activities.  

The discussion: summary of some main points  

What are the experiences and challenges in terms of enhancing students' learning?  

Referring to the difficulties of defining quality, it is important to create a good and secure environment for 

students’ learning and collaboration between teachers. More attention should be paid to the educational 

processes, such as organising staff around courses and programmes into teaching communities, and more 

attention directed to the students' experience. Also, students spend a lot of time learning in informal learning 

environments, but they often have little space for collaborative learning. We need surveys that tell us about 

what students engage in. We know, for instance, that teaching small groups (1–4 students) has an enormous 

effect on learning. We also know from research that the same is possible with large groups. It is a question of 

how we do it. However, teaching is not a collaborative thing; there are no arenas for talking about teaching. 

Many teachers like teaching, but they do not feel valued as teachers. As to the qualification issue and the 

different levels of qualification for teaching and research: instead of separating teaching and research, they 

should be linked to a greater extent. To enhance teaching skills, there is a need to create a more balanced 

merit system rewarding both teaching and research. We need some national standards, for instance 

agreement on an academic portfolio of formal standards. If privatised at the institutional level, the value of 

teaching will not increase. 
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What kind of cooperation would we need at Nordic level? 

It is a problem that we lack a clear definition of ‘learning environment’ and that there is not very much research 

into the learning environment. It is a concept used in different ways. 

We also need to define what a ‘study programme’ is and the role and responsibilities of a study programme 

leader. Is the programme leader responsible for the learning environment? How can we motivate a shift of 

focus of leadership and staff to integrated programme design rather than single course design? We need tools 

in order to perform good programme evaluations on a regular basis. There is a lot to learn from each other 

about methodology for study programme evaluation. 

Teachers need to talk more to each other; different kinds of projects might help, both big and small, and 

possibly at a Nordic level. We need some real initiatives to change the way teaching is done. A Nordic initiative 

may be to create a centre of transformational teaching.  

What can we do about the merit of teaching in a Nordic context? We need to agree on criteria at institutional 

level and not leave it to the teachers. Today we have very diffuse criteria, while some universities in Sweden 

and Finland have done something at an institutional level. 

There is a lot of Nordic collaboration at PhD level but few incentives for cooperation at lower levels. This may 

be due to different financing mechanisms not being aligned for evaluation projects. There are some Nordic 

experiences of collaboration within technology programmes.  
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Summary of the workshop in Stockholm on 11 November 2015 

Student centred learning from a Swedish perspective  

Johan Alvfors, Vice-Chairperson, The Swedish National Union of Students  

German Bender, Senior Research Officer, TCO (Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees)  

Klara Bolander Laksov, Associate Professor, Director, Stockholm University/Karolinska Institutet 

Alexis Engström, student, Project Assistant, Uppsala University  

Charlotte Elam, Project Manager, Swedish Higher Education Authority  

Professor Karin Kjellgren, Pro Dean, Linköping University  

Professor J Ola Lindberg, Mid Sweden University 

Carin Renger, Officer, Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions 

Professor Max Scheja, Stockholm University 

Ulrike Schnaas, Project Leader, Uppsala University 
 

The Swedish Higher Education Authority hosted the ad hoc group’s fourth workshop, which focused explicitly 

on student-centred learning (SCL). Invited experts included students and teachers from Swedish institutions of 

higher education, and representatives from the Swedish National Union of Students and employer 

organisations. University representatives had been asked to prepare a very brief presentation about a 

development project or “good practice initiatives” at their institution.  

J Ola Lindberg presented SCL from a Mid Sweden University perspective, which included the challenge of 

teachers interacting with students in both distance and campus education, as well as how to maintain student 

activity and make use of informal learning environments. Klara Bolander Laksov (Stockholm 

University/Karolinska Institutet) stressed the importance of local culture and educational leadership. 

Teachers who change their teaching and become more student-centred should be encouraged by colleagues 

and leadership. The latter should encourage new ideas and facilitate a learning community. Karin Kjellgren 

from Linköping University shared some examples of curriculum change in order to encourage students to be 

active as well as a redesigned model for pedagogical reflection and analysis in the application process for 

docent/associate professor positions. Max Scheja from Stockholm University presented a project concerned 

with applying peer instruction to encourage student engagement in quantum physics. Alexis Engström and 

Ulrike Schnaas from Uppsala University presented an ongoing partnership project for continuous 

development of active student participation aiming, among other things, to provide support for students and 

teachers. 

Following the presentations, Johan Alvfors (Swedish National Union of Students) made some concluding 

remarks from a student perspective. SCL is not about controlling students’ activity, but making all dimensions 

working together systematically to create value for students.  

Some of the areas raised in the discussion included how quality assurance agencies can promote SCL. Though 

it is always the institutions themselves who should develop their own plan, agencies should, for example, focus 

on educational leadership in audits. No fixed set of criteria should be used; equal value is not the same as all 

working the same way. Institutions should be asked to reflect upon where they are with regard to SCL, what 

developments are taking place, and in what way students are supported to become responsible for their own 

learning process.  

Further, experts put forward the need for more research, which is presently somewhat underdeveloped and 

mainly conducted within disciplines. A platform for dissemination of best practices and ideas how to meet 

challenges connected to SCL in the Nordic countries was mentioned, as was cross-border cooperation between 

employers and employer organisations.  


