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Webinar Report  
 

"Innovation in teaching and learning processes and quality assurance" 
 

Virtual Forum prior to the IX Central American University Congress 
Co-organised by CSUCA, OBREAL GLOBAL and EU-LAC FOUNDATION 

 
25 March, 2021 

 Time: 9:00 am (Guatemalan time) // 16:00 CET 
 
Agenda 
 

TIME ACTIVITY 

09:00-09:10 
(Guatemala) 
16:00-16:10 
(CET) 

Opening of the webinar  

Dr Francisco Herrera, President of CSUCA, Rector of the National Autonomous University 
of Honduras (UNAH) 

Dr Carlos Alvarado Cerezo, CSUCA Secretary General  

09:10-09:25 
(Guatemala) 
16:10-16:25 
(CET) 

Welcome from OBREAL Global and EU-LAC Foundation 

Elizabeth Colucci, Project Director, OBREAL Global  

Dr Adrián Bonilla, Executive Director, EU-LAC Foundation 

09:25-10:45 
(Guatemala) 
16:25-17:45 
(CET) 

Interactive panel, moderated by Dr Belinda Flores de Mendoza, Academic Vice-Rector, 
National Autonomous University of Honduras (UNAH), President of the Central American 
System for the Evaluation and Harmonisation of Higher Education (SICEVAES/CSUCA) 
 
Dr Susan Francis Salazar, Professor, University of Costa Rica (UCR)  
 
Dr Elizabeth Noonan, Quality Improvement Manager, University College Cork (UCC), 
Ireland  
 
Dr Lea Cruz, President of the Central American Council for Higher Education Accreditation 
(CCA) 
 
Dr Maria Kelo, Director, European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
(ENQA) 

10:45-11:00 
(Guatemala) 
16:45-18:00 
(CET) 

 
Conclusions and closure  

Dr Francisco Alarcón, Academic Director and Deputy Secretary General of CSUCA 

 
Introduction 
 
Oftentimes it is claimed that Central American higher education has generally been 
overburdened, and too focused on content and the use of traditional teaching methods. It has 
paid not enough attention to the key competences that people need to be successful as citizens,  
professionals, and decision-makers in the 21st century. It is argued that society and the world of  
work are changing rapidly and profoundly, and that the education offered in the region needs to 
change accordingly.  
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Quality assurance and accreditation of higher education can be an instrument for change, 
inspiring and supporting innovation in teaching-learning processes in the spirit of continuous 
improvement, or it can be a bureaucratic burden and a further obstacle for universities. What 
would be the key to achieve the former and avoiding the latter? What international lessons can 
be drawn from different parts of the world? 
 
This virtual forum followed up on the HICA and CAN INNOVATE projects (a proposal by CSUCA 
and OBREAL Global for the Erasmus+ programme to develop learning innovation centres in 
CSUCA member universities). It aimed to exchange views on innovation in learning from different 
perspectives (from universities, national systems, quality agencies... from Central America and 
Europe) and explore opportunities for regional and international collaboration in this field. 
 
 

 
 
 
Opening remarks  
 
Dr Francisco Herrera, Secretary General of CSUCA 

Dr Francisco Herrera began his welcome message by pointing out that, due to the pandemic, 
millions of students in higher education have had their dreams and desires interrupted. This has 
undoubtedly been a huge challenge for educators and institutions worldwide. Although several 
higher education institutions have very quickly succeeded in providing classes virtually, the 
practice of this mode of education needs to correspond to very different concepts and formats. 
Therefore, it would be very timely, based on dialogues such as this webinar, to come to an 
understanding of appropriate virtual teaching and learning processes, taking into account that 
several institutions, until recently, have not had meaningful parameters in place. From his 
perspective, the answers to all the questions raised by the new reality implied by the pandemic 
will develop in the medium term. He therefore suggests establishing a critical path whereby 
universities learn, step by step, how they can manage teaching and learning processes with good 
results for future generations. 
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Dr Carlos Alvarado Cerezo, CSUCA Secretary General 

Dr Carlos Alvarado stressed the importance of bearing in mind that higher education institutions 
have always been democratising entities, disseminators of knowledge, thought and the integral 
formation of the individual. At the same time, given the uncertain times we are living in, 
education is undergoing a process of renewal. In this process, the quality of academic teaching 
and learning is one of the important characteristics. It is also necessary to develop conditions 
that can favour and consolidate the three main pillars of universities: teaching, research, and 
extension. Furthermore, it is essential to promote permanent and systematic spaces for dialogue 
between university directors and curriculum managers with key actors in the world so that 
scenarios can be generated that allow us to jointly visualise and define what the emerging 
professions, professional and multi-professional approaches of the present and the future should 
be like. Finally, he indicated that it is important for governments and higher education 
institutions to generate mechanisms of coordination that allow for joint progress in the 
generation of greater capacity and resilience in the education sector, not only in the face of the 
current crisis, but also in the face of future crises - whatever their nature. 
 

Interactive Panel 

Dr Susan Francis Salazar, Professor, University of Costa Rica 
 
The panellist began by commenting that, to be able to think about key competences, it is 
necessary to delimit three terms. The first of these is training. It must be understood as a set of 
experiences of accompanying the transcendence of being. When we speak of training, we are 
talking about a process of humanisation. If it is linked to the notion of professional, it means that 
the professional has a set of knowledge, skills and dispositions that come together so that he/she 
can make decisions in his/her professional field, but not only for his/her actions, but also to take 
responsibility for these actions. And if it is linked to innovation, it is assumed that innovation is 
this observance where new elements emerge and therefore these elements have to do with the 
contextual element. This makes it possible to recognise that there are personal, disciplinary, and 
interdisciplinary dimensions and citizenship in professional development and training. 
 
Susan Francis Salazar highlighted the importance of context, given that innovation emerges as a 
contextual element. It is essential, then, to have a thorough knowledge of the context and of the 
needs that exist both in the professional areas and in the social context in which we are in order 
for this innovation process to really emerge as an initiative that generates the necessary key 
competences. Taking this into consideration, the speaker identifies the possible core 
competences in each of the dimensions.  
 
In the personal dimension, the speaker mentioned three competences: 

● Interpersonal communication - which is essential for those who need to work in teams.  
● Leadership and showing initiative - the future professional must be able to generate new 

projects and make disruptions according to the situations he/she lives in.  
● Managing uncertainty - resilience means having the ability to rebuild and be more flexible. 

 
In the disciplinary and interdisciplinary dimension: 
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● Knowledge management - It is necessary to think in terms of content. The professional is 
responsible for his or her own updating and must manage interdisciplinary and relevant 
knowledge management processes for disciplinary decision-making. 

 
In the citizenship dimension:  

● Taking responsibility - Professionals must be responsible to themselves, to society and to 
the world.  

 
Considering all the above, the panellist indicated that teaching and learning strategies should be 
thought of as articulated and not separate processes. The current problem is that teaching 
processes have been constructed without understanding how learning takes place. The process 
of educational innovation proposed has to do with the following guidelines:  
 

a) It should rethink the roles of professor and student. It assumes that the student should 
be seen as the builder of learning through interactions with peers and the professor. 

b) It involves knowing the needs and requirements of the student body. 
c) It provides an opportunity to problematise and motivate for more relevant training. 
d) It must assume fundamental psycho-pedagogical principles: we learn what has cultural 

value for the communities to which we belong. This will depend on which society we are 
in. 

 
This proposal for educational innovation involves recognising the expertise that is needed in the 
theory-reality relationship and the theory-practice relationship. The research shows that the 
expert professor has the capacity to project these relationships, so it is necessary to move 
towards innovation with professors who feel that they are experts not only in their discipline but 
also in education. 
 

Dr Elizabeth Noonan, Director of Quality Improvement University College Cork (UCC) 
 
Dr Elizabeth Noonan contributed to the debate from the Irish perspective. She began by 
explaining how in recent years her country had suffered a very deep recession and how 
education was one of the symbols of hope for the way forward. There are currently 1 million 
people in the education and training system. One of the key factors for education participation 
has to do with the qualifications framework. It allows learners to have different levels of 
qualifications, to access different types of institutions and to bring formal and informal 
experience and have it recognised.  
 
The qualifications framework focuses on promoting transfer within the system. People can 
participate in education at different times in their lives and therefore the national qualifications 
system allows for this mobility. Within the qualifications framework there is a new movement 
towards micro-credentials which are small courses that promote vocational and technical 
learning. This was one of the measures that Ireland has taken after the recession of 2011; it also 
constitutes a skills strategy for the period 2020 and 2025 and Ireland continues to have an 
interest in being able to have a well-educated workforce, with quality and in a way that the 
education system is aligned with the needs of society and the economy.  
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One of the most important aspects of the strategy is the involvement of different actors. There 
needs to be a relationship between citizens, employers and education and training providers. 
Consequently, we see that within higher education there is a greater emphasis on ideas such as 
employability. Therefore, the learning outcomes are reflected in the employability competence 
that is there. This has resulted in employers being actively involved in the programmes and 
opportunities are provided that enable students to gain the necessary experiences in their 
education to engage in their work environments more effectively.  
 
Moving out of the national plan and into her university's plan, Dr Noonan commented that within 
her university they have developed some strategic approaches in their curricula for programmes 
of study, where there was a greater emphasis on identifying which students are getting a degree 
and trying to identify the attributes that are transferable and those values that are not being 
taken into account. The students at UCC are going to be guided by the values they developed 
there so that they have the ambition to learn new skills and are always open to new ideas to 
make things happen. Therefore, their curricula aim for students to have the competences to be 
able to contribute to society and the economy, and, in addition, to think about the future and 
capacities such as empathy and the appreciation of diverse perspectives. In particular, this 
strategy is intended to be implemented through the development of curricula that are related to 
the real world and linked to research. There are several ways in which students can develop these 
attributes and develop their values and positions. The university offers co-curricular offerings, 
internships, extra-curricular activities such as volunteering, community engagement or digital 
programmes. Thus, at UCC, the emphasis on values and graduate students tries to reflect the 
changes occurring in the world. To this end, they provide diversified and customised curricula 
tailored to the students. 
 

Dr Lea Cruz, President of the Central American Council for Higher Education Accreditation 
(CCA) 
 
The CCA argues that, if universities aim at surviving with quality and prestige the transformations 
they are undergoing in this accelerated era of change, the day-to-day management of 
organisations must be linked to the process of innovation. It is a fundamental process that 
cannot be avoided. For this reason, innovation has become a central axis of organisations. It is 
not so common to find an innovation unit in universities where academics dedicate themselves 
exclusively to the transformation of careers, professions, educational curricula and to providing 
models to improve the teaching-learning process. 
 
Many voices in society express that, in the case of education, innovation in the teaching-learning 
process is anchored in the past. Nowadays, quality assurance not only responds to social 
demands for transparency, accountability, and impact, but is also a sign of a commitment made 
by those involved in higher education, and accreditation agencies are responsible for providing 
the standards, guidelines and protocols to develop an objective assessment of universities or in 
other cases at undergraduate or postgraduate level to certify the quality of the service offered. 
Accreditation agencies are also protagonists in the rethinking of teaching-learning processes. 
Today, quality assurance has become highly professionalised and protocolised in detail. The 
documents produced in the agencies are documents that are by no means hidden guidelines. 
Knowledge is posted on the portals, and this is a determining factor in promoting or encouraging  
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universities to position themselves as competitive universities, for which innovation-oriented 
policies must be defined.  
 
National and regional agencies are playing an extraordinary role in providing universities with 
elements that are useful in the curricular transformations that are being demanded. It should be 
noted that they are adjusting their methodologies to the virtual modality. These methodologies 
are important elements for the quality assurance of higher education in our region. The CCA 
already has the quality seal to certify universities that develop their programmes through virtual 
or distance education. It is a process that considers not only the technological equipment, but 
also how the university is prepared with respect to its regulatory framework: organisation, 
management, pedagogical development, and planned technology. Another topic of interest is 
that, at the level of the Ibero-American System for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
(SIACES) where several agencies from the Latin American region, Spain and Portugal are 
gathered, a training school will be launched. 
 
National and regional agencies are significantly fulfilling the mission for which they were created. 
They are providing valuable input to higher education institutions, contributing to the effective 
transformation of universities, providing information to guide changes in the teaching-learning 
process, assisting in positive feedback on the comparison and recognition of qualifications, and 
providing data for universities to focus on improving their international rankings. Agencies are 
adapting models to this digital age. 
 
By way of conclusion, Lea Cruz draw attention to the work of accreditation agencies in the Latin 
American region in assuring the quality of higher education through the analyses they produce to 
verify the coherence of both undergraduate and postgraduate academic programmes, their 
relevance and the contributions they offer to improve retention and graduation rates, the 
employability of graduates and the international mobility of students and academics. She also 
called for further reflection on how to strengthen the agencies that show the least improvement. 
 
 

Dr Maria Kelo, Director, European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
(ENQA) 
 
Maria Kelo began by stressing that agencies have to find new ways to develop their teaching and 
learning work. She added that it is important for national authorities to support and encourage 
innovation in higher education. Institutions can do their work if there is a financial envelope 
attached to it. Countries, especially in Europe, need to be very aware of the legal restrictions that 
limit the possibilities for institutions to think about new forms of learning and teaching that are 
necessary for today's society.  
 
E-learning is not synonymous with innovation. Making a video or course available online is not in 
itself innovative. Other virtual learning possibilities must be taken into account, as well. Other 
types of services have to be provided. In this time of crisis, institutions have had to teach online 
overnight while it usually takes months or years to implement such a change. Therefore, we have 
to recognise what institutions have come to offer over the first year of the pandemic. However, it 
is important to be careful when talking about innovation in terms of e-learning. Innovation would 
mean, for example, flexible learning, digitisation, student-centred learning, or micro-credentials. 
Essential skills for the future will be related to innovative and critical thinking, emotional  
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intelligence, leadership, teamwork, problem solving, entrepreneurship, intercultural and 
international experiences.  
 
It is the task of agencies to be facilitators to ensure that quality is adapted to the needs of 
learners through international collaboration. This means that quality assurance must protect 
minimum standards while encouraging innovation. Care must be taken not to stifle innovation. 
Agencies should try to create new methods for quality assurance and ensure that basic criteria 
are met. External quality assurance is important, but it needs to start at the level of the 
institutions. If there is a strong focus on quality assurance within the institutions, they can be 
more flexible and quicker and resolve any crises more quickly. Within the European framework, 
the institutions have a role in promoting quality assurance, but also the agencies always come 
second. The European standards and guidelines that form this framework of criteria for quality 
also include a margin of flexibility. Institutions respond quickly to the needs of society. Agencies 
have to ensure that institutions can try to innovate without risking too much or without risking 
funding. 
 
 
Links of Interest 
 
Video of the Webinar in Spanish: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F3iFsOY9fSY  
Video of the Webinar in English: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x9d28LU9sz4  
University of Costa Rica: https://www.ucr.ac.cr/  
University College Cork: https://www.ucc.ie/en/ 
Central American Council for Higher Education Accreditation (CCA): http://ccacreditacion.org/  
European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA): 
https://www.enqa.eu/  
 
 
This webinar was organised in the framework of OBREAL Global IN FOCUS 2021 "Charting the course for 
South-South-North cooperation and beyond" (https://obrealglobalinfocus.obsglob.org/en/obreal-global-
in-focus-2021/) as well as the pre-congress activities for the IX Central American University Congress of the 
Central American University Superior Council (CSUCA) (http://congreso2021.csuca.org/ ). 
 
The organisers of this virtual seminar and their representatives, Dr Carlos Alvarado Cerezo, Secretary 
General of CSUCA, Dr Adrián Bonilla from the EU-LAC Foundation, and Dr Ramón Torrent from OBREAL 
Global, thank the participants for their contributions and attendance.   
 

Report written by Guillermo Luis Vitale and Romolo Giangregorio, interns at the EU-LAC Foundation 
Report revised and translated by Vitória dos Santos Acerbi, intern at the EU-LAC Foundation 

Revision by Dr Anna Barrera Vivero, EU-LAC Foundation 
 


