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The consolidation of the European Higher Education Area has meant a change in role for the 
university professor, now closer to that of a guide or companion for the student, who in turn has to play 
a more active role as a learner. Within this framework, assessment remains fully integrated within the 
teaching and learning process. 
 
One concept that stands out in this new model is that of competence as a reference category in how 
teaching is managed (and therefore how learning assessment is managed). We understand 
competence to be a dynamic combination of knowledge, understanding, skills and abilities (Manual of 
matching competences in higher education and the labour market. Graz 2009). 
 
By way of summary and with the objective of marrying the concept of competence with the objective of 
learning and learning outcomes, our research group at the University of Girona would identify 
competence as a continuum, as follows:  

 
prior to teaching, competence is an aim; during teaching, we work on  
competence through learning activities; after teaching, competence  
is a learning outcome. 

 
Using this approach, the reference point will always be competence, understood as a mobilization of a 
complex and diverse knowledge set aimed at the resolution of new and also complex situations. 
 
This interpretation allows us to plan teaching, including assessment, by considering which learning 
activities to propose to students with regard to content in order that they acquire the competences 
required by their degree course. Our proposal for assessing the results of learning, or, as we like to 
say, assessing the level of skills acquisition, is specified in the following steps: 
 
1. Degree courses and subjects are planned by defining transversal and specific competences. 
  
2. When professors propose a set of learning activities they must ask themselves which competence(s) 
each of these activities is aimed at. Assessment activities are included within the set of learning 
activities.  
 
3. At the end of the course, professors have a set of the marks obtained by each student for each 
assessed activity. 
 
4. With the support of software which manages this information, professors obtain:  
 

4.1. The average mark obtained in all of the assessed activities for the subject, which is the 
final mark for the subject. 

 
4.2. The average mark obtained for each competence – each competence is worked on in 
different subjects of the same degree course – this is the mark for level of competence. 

 
The key therefore lies in a reliable means of linking assessed activities with the – transversal and 
specific – competences linked to the subject, or in other words, in the quality of the planning. 
 
A grid matching learning terms and competences allows students, professors and the institution to 
monitor the progress made in terms of competences throughout the degree course. 
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We consider this to be an effective process for assessing and optimizing learning, for the following 
reasons: 

 
1. It guides professors in taking the assessment of learning into account from the planning 
stage onwards and in a way which relates it to competences. 
2. It allows the monitoring of progress made with learning and the introduction of changes 
aimed at improvement. 

Keywords: competence assessment, learning outcomes 

 
 
1. ASSESSMENT AS A PART OF THE TEACHING AND LEARNIN G PROCESS 
 
The European Higher Education Area (EHEA) poses important new challenges for university 
education. Some of these are related to the structure of study courses and the adoption of the 
European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) as a unit of measurement, others are related to the model 
of education which is being shaped by declarations made every two years by the Ministries of 
Education of those countries integrating the Bologna process (Bologna, 1999, Prague 2001, Berlin 
2003, Bergen 2005, London 2007, Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve 2009). 
 
Situating students at the centre of the learning process and defining the competences they are to 
acquire throughout their academic training are fundamental elements of the EHEA’s approach. Within 
this process, specifying and assessing the competences acquired by students throughout their 
university studies will be a key issue in facilitating mobility for citizens, professionals and students in 
the European area, as well as a means of bringing the university closer to society and responding to 
the new challenges it poses. 
 
The project we present here is being conducted at the University of Girona, based on the proposal 
made by our research group. The first phase entailed the development of a pilot plan applied to 12 
university courses and over 400 subjects. This, in turn, allowed an in-depth reflection on actual 
practices in order to address important issues that define the teaching-learning process as understood 
within the new phase of higher education emerging in Europe. 
 
The foundations provided by this first phase gave us the basis to extend the model to all study courses 
at the university, including both undergraduate courses (bachelor’s degrees) and postgraduate 
courses (Master’s degrees). 
 
The first part of this paper will refer to the teaching planning model adopted for this project. Following 
this, we will present our proposal for assessing learning by means of competences, and arguments for 
the use of this model by the University as a whole. 
 
2. THE MODEL 
 
2.1. The – central – concept of competence 
 
The consolidation of the EHEA has meant also a change in role for the university professor, now 
closer to that of a guide or companion for the student, who in turn has to play a more active role as a 
learner. Within this framework, assessment remains fully integrated within the teaching and learning 
process. 
 
One concept that stands out in this new model is that of competence as a reference category in how 
teaching is managed (and therefore how learning assessment is managed). We understand 
competence to be a dynamic combination of knowledge, understanding, skills and abilities (Manual of 
matching competences in higher education and the labour market. Graz 2009). (1) 
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By way of summary and with the objective of marrying the concept of competence with the objective of 
learning and learning outcomes, our research group at the University of Girona would identify 
competence as a continuum, as illustrated in Figure 1. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Objective of learning        → 
 

  
Learning 
Outcome 

   
 

Prior to teaching          → 
 

Teaching process    → 
 

After teaching 
 

 
Fig. 1. Relationship existing between competence, objective and result of learning. 
 
2.2. The relationship between competence, content a nd learning (and 
assessment) activities 
 
The teaching parameters drawn up by the European Higher Education Area establish the objective of 
students acquiring competences during their university studies; specifically, those relating to the 
course they are to study. 
 
In order to acquire these competences, the students themselves must undertake learning activities. 
These activities must be related to the content of the courses they are studying. 
 
In summary, the competences attained on the course comprise the reference point for learning; the 
learning activities conducted on the course comprise the instrument; the activities act as operators on 
the content, which is the raw material of learning. Figure 2 is intended to illustrate these relationships: 

                                         
Fig 2. The relationship between competence, content and learning activities (1) 
 
2.3. The teaching planning model 
 
A. Planning in two phases 
 

C    O    M    P    E    T    E      N      C      E 
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Our proposal therefore forms part of an integrated and coherent set of options that begins with 
planning the syllabus through the formulation of the required competences, promoting these through 
content-focused learning activities, and ends with assessment of the acquisition of the reference 
competences. 
 
 
Planning teaching by focusing on the competences students are to acquire therefore forms the new 
basis for our teaching practice. From this point onwards, we perceive planning teaching as comprising 
two phases, as illustrated by Figure 3. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3. The two planning phases 
 
B. Phase one: design of the course syllabus 
 
We understand the design of the course syllabus to be a function requiring great commitment on the 
part of professors, which is to be carried out by means of two different tasks. Requiring great 
commitment as we consider the definition of the course profile to be the formulation of the set of 
competences the students will have acquired upon completion of their studies; a type of commitment 
to the society to which we are offering our services. 
 
We formulate the competences comprising the degree course by taking into account the need to 
assess their acquisition progressively throughout the study plan, with the conviction that only if we 
define the competences we are committed to fostering, and in a way that will allow us to assess their 
acquisition by students, will we have sufficient instruments to assess the degree to which the 
aforementioned commitment is fulfilled. See Figure 4. 
 
 

 
 
 
Fig. 4. From formulation to assessment of competences. 
 
With regard to this, the first booklet in the Guide to the UdG’s adaptation to the European Higher 
Education Area (2), relating to competences, expresses the following:  

 
“The starting point for designing the syllabus, within the framework of the EHEA, is the formulation of 
the competences the student is to acquire from the learning activities. 
 
Recommendations for formulating competences: 
 
In order to provide as much clarity as possible and to guide both professors and students, it is 
important that the formulation of competences — the wording used — be easily identifiable as 
referring to competence and purpose. To this end, one option would appear to be the systematic use 
of verbs of action in the infinitive to formulate how competences are worded. This provides an 
unequivocal definition of the action the student is to be capable of carrying out. 

by doing 

related to 

Students have to acquire 
competences 

learning activities 

Competence assessment  content 

Design of the course 
syllabus 

Curricular design of 
modules/subjects 

Formulation of 
competences  
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By way of example, verbs such as the following may be used to formulate competences: 
 
To analyze, to apply, to evaluate, to catalogue, to communicate, to create, to develop, to diagnose, to 
differentiate, to direct, to design, to produce, to execute, to do, to formulate, to manage, to identify, to 
integrate, to interpret, to investigate, to show, to demonstrate, to plan, to reason, to write up, to 
resolve, to observe, to be capable of, to use, etc. 
 
Verbs referring to knowing have been deliberately excluded from the examples on the list, on the 
understanding that they may lead to the emphasising of what could be perhaps considered more 
content than competences. Notwithstanding this, it has been taken into consideration that fulfilling any 
of the actions referred to by the proposed verbs must implicitly entail knowledge. 
 
By way of contrast with this criterion for the wording of competences, it is proposed that content is 
worded through the use of nouns (for example: knowledge, diagnosis, analysis, research, 
interpretations, differences, etc.). In order to obtain a clear picture of course design, it is important to 
make the effort to achieve this differentiation. 
 
Some examples of how to word competences are as follows: 
 
Examples of specific competences: 
 
— to conduct a design analysis of a given CPU according to the basic architectural models of Von 
Neumann and Harvard. 
— to apply appropriate techniques for data collection on the functioning of individuals, groups or 
organizations. 
— to use IT programs to produce mathematical models applied to the study of populations. 
 
Examples of transversal or generic competences: 
 
— to present the oral or written results of the work that has been carried out, and to lead discussion 
thereof. 
— to analyze complex situations and to design strategies for resolving them individually and as a 
team. 
— to communicate in English using different formats and contexts. 
— for students to assess their own performance in the activity carried out and their own learning, and 
to think of strategies to improve them.” 
 
 
Having formulated the competences, the second task, which culminates the first phase of planning the 
syllabus, is to link each competence to content modules or specific subjects. The aim here is to seek 
to guarantee the connection with everyday teaching, avoiding a situation whereby competences 
become a group separated from the teaching itself. We refer here always to the set of transversal and 
specific competences that make up the course profile. 
 
At the University of Girona we have developed a very simple computer application for implementing 
these two procedures (formulating competences for a degree course and linking them to modules or 
subjects), which helps the teacher planner to meet objectives with regard to coherence in the planning, 
transparency and sustainability. 
 
The plan includes bases for assessing learning by evaluating the acquisition of competences which, 
as such, are directly related to the contextualization and use of the types of knowledge that have been 
constructed during the learning process.  
 
C. Phase two: curricular design of modules/subjects 
 
Following this process, our focus turns to specific syllabus planning; a task which is the responsibility 
of each group of professors or each professor: using what has been designed at the degree level as a 
basis, planning modules or subjects by devising, among other things, measures and procedures for 
implementing the assessment of competences. 



 6 

 
We have also prepared a computer application for this process; one which acts as a teaching guide for 
modules and subjects. It is a tool that invites the professor to plan his or her teaching using the 
categories competences, content and learning activities, and proposes a clear distinction between 
assessment and mark, diversifying types of learning activities and types of assessment activities. 
 
The part of this instrument that promotes the diversification of assessment activities, which in our view 
is one of the keys to authentic assessment, is the professor’s designing of the learning activities, a key 
moment in which the professor can use the full depths of his or her teaching knowledge and strategic 
ability, taking care at all times to establish a clear relationship between each learning activity and the 
relevant competences (one or more), the true focus of our model. 
 
2.4. Model for assessing competences 
 
The initial question with regard to assessment is to define the object. That is, what do we wish to 
assess? If the objectives we established when planning teaching stem from students’ acquisition of 
competences, then clearly the object of assessment must be the aforementioned acquisition of 
competences. Our aim is to assess the extent to which students acquire the competences on which 
we have designed the learning process. 
 
When putting this idea into practice, we are faced with a series of questions that need to be addressed 
in a clear and ordered manner. From this, we derive the basic principles for configuring the true 
assessment of competences and the process of its implementation: 
 
A. Sustainability 
 
Firstly, the principle of sustainability of effort for professors and students. Assessing competences 
does not mean adding a new assessment criterion to existing ones. It does not mean that we will now 
assess content as we have traditionally done, by means of exams, assignments, etc. and, on top of 
that we need to devise the assessment of competences. On the contrary, it actually means 
substituting one assessment model for another.  
 
B. Assessment quality 
 
It will therefore be necessary, in order to guarantee that assessment quality is not lost, to devise ways 
of assessing the acquisition of competences that include, whether more explicitly or more implicitly, 
the assessment of content acquisition, whatever that may include: concepts, procedures or attitudes. 
 
C. Establishing levels 
 
When evaluating competences, it is essential that these are clearly formulated. It will therefore be of 
great use to take assessment into account when formulating competences in the first phase of the 
planning process we have presented here: how do we express each competence in order that we are 
able to assess its acquisition? One procedure that facilitates the assessment of competences is 
segmenting them according to levels of complexity. 
 
Some criteria that may help us to segment competences according to levels of acquisition are as 
follows: 
 
From lesser to greater complexity of the content they refer to. 
From lesser to greater ability required. 
From lesser to greater student autonomy. 
From lesser to greater proaction. 
From lesser to greater creativity. 
From lesser to greater capacity for critical thinking. 
... 
Depending on each competence and the style of planning applied, the proposed criteria may be of 
greater or lesser use in establishing levels. 
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In order to illustrate how competences can be formulated and levels established to facilitate 
assessment, we propose the following example for a possible specific competence in the field of 
science: 
 
Competence: to conduct impact analyses for new species in the territory 
 
Possible levels: 
 
Level 1: to identify the basic components for a specific territory that may be affected by the arrival of a 
new species. 
 
Level 2: to apply suitable measurement techniques for establishing the status of each of the 
components of a territory. 
 
Level 3: to identify foreign species in a territory and evaluate their impact on the same. 
 
D. Methods, instruments, agents 
 
Various different methods, instruments and agents may be used for assessing the acquisition of 
competences. Assessment activities may consist of or combine written and oral tests, presentations, 
practical tests, exercises, etc., they may be assessed by the professor, by classmates (co-
assessment), by self-assessment, they may be face-to-face or virtual, and so on. Such a variety and 
diversity of possibilities provide us with a genuine approach to the concept of true assessment, by 
placing us in situations which closely resemble the real development of competence. 
 
E. Managing assessment 
 
If we have directly and faithfully linked each assessment activity to competences within the framework 
of our subject, it will be both possible and easy to obtain a final mark for the subject, while also 
obtaining a mark for each competence linked to it. The working sequences is as follows: 
 
1. Carry out the assessment activities defined in the planning of the subject, always taking the 
acquisition of both transversal and specific competences as a reference point.  
 
2. This gives us as many marks as assessment activities planned. These all form part of the subject, 
and each one relates to one or more (a maximum of two is recommended) competences. 
 
3. The sum of marks awarded for assessment activities in a subject provides us with the mark for the 
subject, applying any weighting mechanism we deem fit. 
 
4. The sum of marks awarded for assessment activities linked to a competence and carried out as part 
of the different subjects the student is studying provides us with the mark for the competence itself. 
 
Awarding a mark for each competence at the end of each teaching period (semester) allows teachers 
and students to follow progress made in terms of its acquisition, making students aware of their level 
and their academic needs, allowing the professor to test his or her teaching methods in the search for 
better results, and allowing the study coordinator to plan actions for improvement as part of ensuring 
teaching quality. 
 
This monitoring mechanism may be as simple as the table shown in Figure 5, where computer 
management programs fill in the data automatically. 
 
 
Competences Period 1 Period 2 Period 3 Period 4 Period 5 Period 6 Period 7 Period 8 

A                 

B                 
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…         

Z                 

 
Fig 5. Table for monitoring levels of competence acquisition. 
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